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ON THE NOMENCLATURE OF THE 
PACIFIC GRAY WHALE 
By William E. Schevill 1 

The gray whale of the Pacific has until recently been called 
Rhachiancctcs glaucus (Cope). In 1937 van Deinse and Junge published 
an important paper of which the main part is a thorough comparative 
study of subfossil Eschrichtius robust ns bones from the Netherlands, 
comprising one adult cranium and two juvenile crania, one of which 
was associated with the mandibles, scapulae, and other parts of the 
skeleton. These they compared with an adult Rhachiancctcs glaucus 
skeleton in the British Museum, as well as with the published material 
on both forms. Although the subfossil bones are naturally worn and 
fragmentary, as well as being for the most part juvenile, they present 
ample characters to indicate that they and the gray whale are conge¬ 
neric. At this point I would like to emphasize that the following 
criticisms of van Deinse and Junge’s conclusions are directed solely at 
their taxonomy; this involves no disparagement of their important and 
valuable osteological work, which has demonstrated the generic 
identity of Eschrichtius Gray 1S64 and Rhachiancctcs Cope 1869 
(= Agaphclus Cope 1S6S). But they also argue for specific identity, 
and thus unite Rhachiancctcs glaucus (Cope) 186S with Eschrichtius 
robustus (Lilljeborg) 1861. Moreover, they argue that Dudley’s scrag 
whale (1725), named Balaam gibbosa by Erxleben (1777, p. 610), is 
the same form, and therefore say (1937, p. 1S1), “After this it is clear 
that the name of this whale must be changed into Eschrichtius gibbosus 
(Erxleben). We must emphasize that with the bones we have now at 
hand we cannot give any argument that the Pacific and Atlantic 
representatives of Eschrichtius should be specifically different.” But 
by the same token these bones cannot prove that these whales are 
specifically identical. 


1 Contribution No. 626 of the Woods Hole Oceanographie Institution. 
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Additional and better material of E. robustus may present more 
specific characters, blit until such material turns up, it seems unfortu¬ 
nate to take a well-grounded name of a well-characterized living form, 
known from complete specimens, and replace it with that of a form 
so imperfectly known from such incomplete material that specific 
characters cannot be entirely established; instead it seems better not 
to change the name of the well-known form. 

It is even less desirable to use the name (gibbosa Erxleben) of a form 
which from the beginning has been an unrecognizable literary curiosity. 
Considering the available information, which is scanty though oft 
repeated, the most that can be said for Balaena gibbosa Erxleben is 
that it may be an Eschrichtius , but since it is not specifically well 
characterized and since nothing sufficiently like it has ever again been 
reported from anywhere near the type locality (“the Coast of New 
England”) or elsewhere in the Atlantic, it seems to be stretching 
probability to submerge in it known forms from other regions. De¬ 
tailed consideration of the uncertainties in attempting to identify 
Dudley’s scrag whale (Balaena gibbosa Erxleben) are omitted here. 
From time to time cetologists have tried to identify this beast, but 
have always been frustrated by various irreconcilable data, the chief 
of which is perhaps the utter lack of specimens. Cope’s attempt to 
embody gibbosa Erxleben was undermined by his confusion over a 
dilapidated specimen of Balacnoptcra acuto-rostrata, so that he formally 
withdrew in 1884 (p. 1124). Although he did not publish details, it 
is probable that Cope used much the same reasoning as van Deinse 
and Junge in associating Dudley’s scrag and the Pacific gray whale 
in the same genus. Thus it appears best to continue to use robusta 
Lilljeborg for the subfossil European form. 

As to the nomenclature of the Pacific gray whale, it seems reasonable 
to retain the trivial name glaucus until better material of Eschrichtius 
robustus may demonstrate specific identity (although Cederlund (1939, 
p. 282) believes the holotype sufficient for this). It is therefore sug¬ 
gested that the living Pacific gray whale be called Eschrichtius glaticus 
(Cope). 

This status may be summarized thus: 

Genus 

Eschrichtius Gray 1864 (p. 350). Type species (by subsequent 
designation by Lilljeborg 1865, p. 494): Balacnoptcra robusta 
Lilljeborg 1861. 

Species 

Eschrichtius robustus (Lilljeborg) 

Balacnopteru robusta Lilljeborg 1861, p. 602. 

The Graso whale. 

Subfossil in northwestern Europe (English Channel to Baltic 
Sea). 
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Eschricktius glaums ((’ope) 

Agaphrlus glaucus Cope lS6Sa, p. 160, 1868b, p. 225. 
Rhnchianvctes glaucus (’ope 1869, p. 15. 

The California or Pacific gray whale; devilfish. 

Recent in North Pacific Ocean (Baja California to Korea). 

REFERENCES 


Cederlund, B. A. 

1939. A subfossil gray whale discovered in Sweden in 1859. Z jologiska 
Bidrag fraan Uppsala, 18 , pp. 269 - 286, 5 pis. 

Cope, E. D. 

1868a. [Remarks on Cetacea at meeting of 23 June.] Proc. Acad. Nat. 
Sci. Phila., 1868 , pp. 159-160. 

1868b. On Agaphelus, a genus of toothless Cetacea. Proc. Acad. Nat. 
Sci. Phila., 1868 , pp. 221-227. 

1869. Systematic synopsis of the species of the cetaceans of the west 
coast of North America. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Phila., 1869 , 
pp. 14-32. 

1884. Catalogue of aquatic mammals of the United States, by F. W. 
True. Review. American Naturalist 18 , no. 11 (Nov.), pp. 
1123-1124. 

van Deinse, A. B., and G. C. A. Junge 

1937. Recent and older finds of the California gray whale in the Atlantic. 
Temminckia, 2, pp. 161-188, pis. 4-11. 

Dudley, Paul 

1725. An essay upon the natural history of whales with a particular 
account of the ambergris found in the sperma ceti whale. Philos. 
Trans. Roy. Soc. London, 33 , no. 387, pp. 256-269. 

Erxleben, J. C. P. 

1777. Systema regni animalis . . . Classis I. Lipsiae, pp. xlviii + 
636 + [66]. 

Gray, J. E. 

1864. Notes on the whalebone-whales; with a synopsis of the species. 
Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist. (3) 14 , no. S3 (Nov.), pp. 345-353. 

Lilljeborg, W. 

1S61. Hvalben, funna i jorden paa Grason i Roslagen i Sverige. Forhandl. 
Skandinav. Naturf., 8de M0de, 1860 , I\i0benhavn, pp. 599-616. 

1865. [Note quoted in] Gray, J. E., Notice of a new whalebone whale 
from the coast of Devonshire, proposed to be called Eschrich- 
tius robustus. Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist. (3) 15 , no. 90 (June) 
pp. 492 - 495. 


